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1b: Knowing and Believing


A Background Lesson: The Pre-Socratians

Note: 
This lesson can be used as background if wished. The other lessons will not be dependent on this lesson.

Aim of the lesson 

For students to have:

· Knowledge and understanding of the background of the debate of Faith and Reason

· Starting with the Pre-Socratics.

· Knowledge and understanding of the nature and role of Faith and Reason.

· Opportunity for evaluation of the ideas outlined.

Differentiation / Extension

This lesson is extension work and should not be tried with the less able.

Assessment

Student research and discussion.

Duration 40 minutes

Timings

Starter
10 minutes –introduction to the topic.

Main Activity
20 –40 minutes – lecture or student research and discussion

Plenary
10 minutes – Summary

Intended Age 16 -18

Previous Knowledge needed by teacher: The teacher should have made sure that they are familiar with the lecture (see main Activities) and have researched the web sites
Previous Knowledge needed by students: Creative and critical thinking skills
Background Reading

· A Beginner’s Guide to Ideas, Raeper and Smith, Lion Publisher. Ch. 1

· A Brief History of Time, St. Hawking

· The Philosophy Files, Stephen Law, Dolphin.

· The Simpsons and Philosophy; Irwin , Conard, Skoble; Open Court.

· Pooh and the Philosophers; J Tyerman Williams; Methuen Publisher.

Resources

· http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Presocratics
· http://www.forthnet.gr/presocratics/indeng.htm
· www.presocratics.org/
· http://www.aiwaz.net/Leonardo/vitruvianman/index.html 

· You might also like to look at the 11-6 unit 3b: The Greeks

Introduction / Starter activity

1. Recap briefly the concepts of correspondence and coherence theories of truth (see topic 1a) ‘What is real?’). Sum up: knowledge claims are either about independent (objective) truths (eg. patterns of the universe; God; values) or about matters of social construct and communication.

Or start with:

2. Introduce the topic: Knowing and Believing (Faith and Reason) and discuss briefly the difference between the two. What is knowledge? What is belief? What are they based on? Where do they come from? How are knowledge and belief related to each other?

· Preliminary answer to link with topic 1a): Both are sources of truths or truths claims (eg. theories of science, religious creeds, moral laws).

· The discussion is about the relation between faith and reason: To what extent can faith be reasoned? What is the basis for knowing God? Is it faith or reason or both?

3. Today we are looking at the background of the debate starting with the beginnings of Philosophy: the Pre-Socratics.

Main Activities

4. Lecture: In groups of two/three think of a ‘Theory of Everything’, something which could explain everything in the world and the whole of the world, a prime principle or prime matter; or just answer the question: Why is there anything rather than nothing? 

· Write suggestions on board (“there isn’t such a theory; energy; water; laws of science; God etc.”)

5. Lecture: At the beginning of Philosophy on the Greek islands at around BC 550 there were two approaches broadly speaking: a) the gods or b) nature. Greek mythologies refer to the gods and their activities which explain everything, fortune and misfortune. Early Greek philosophers (the Pre-Socratics), however, claimed that it must have something to do with nature. Here we have the first split between Faith and Reason (Knowing and Believing) where the philosophers argued against traditional beliefs. The Pre-Socratics disregarded the human-like (anthropomorphic) gods of the mythologies.


· Thales from Milet (BC 624-545) claimed that ‘Water’ is an essential substance of everything; water is the prime matter. Think of examples where that is the case.

· Pythagoras from Samos (BC 580-500) said that the essence of everything are numbers or numerical, quantitative relations. Think of music and the quantitative relations of sounds as the underlying principle. Numbers are the prime principle.

· Xenophanes from Elea (BC 580-490) believed that God (not the one of the mythologies!) is one with nature, an unchangeable and unifying principle 

· Heraclit from Ephesus (BC 535-465) maintained that everything is flowing, full of energy, nothing is static. Hence ‘Fire’ is the prime matter.

· Democrit from Abdera (BC 460-370) claimed that everything is made of infinite undividable particles which he called atoms.

· There are many more who suggested either a prime principle or a prime matter which was the basis for everything else, a theory of everything. Can you think of modern examples? (Quantum Theory of Relativity, String Theories. See Stephen Hawking: A Brief History of Time).

6. Instead of the lecture you could provide the students with the resources and ICT opportunities from below to find out for themselves and then discuss together.

7. Sum up the ideas for prime principles/matters: The early Greeks searched for a natural explanation for everything rather than a divine explanation and changed the God-concept respectively. Knowledge here is the evidence found. Belief here is the assumption that everything can be reduced to one principle or substance.

Discuss: What is the philosophical problem with all these suggestions?

Plenary

Conclude: If there is one unifying theory, one prime principle or one prime matter then there shouldn’t be so many and different suggestions.

The next generation of philosophers are known as the Sophists who were sceptics. They didn’t believe that there is any ultimate and objective knowledge. Instead they believed that everything is subjective. “Man is the measure of everything” (Protagoras) (Show the picture of the Vitruvian man by Leonardi da Vinci – see website below). What matters to the Sophists is not the search for some kind of objective truth of the nature of things but how we should live. Ethics became one of the major topics of inquiry.

Next lesson we are looking at Socrates who also is a sceptic (“I know that I know nothing” is a famous quote of his). Today he is seen as a role model for a virtuous person. He disliked certain aspects of the thinking and the attitudes of the Sophists. He criticised that the Sophists are only interested in how to make a good speech and how to persuade others from ones own subjective ideas. It is rather like in court or in politics sometimes today. It is more important to deliver a good speech and to win the majority of the votes than to search and stand up for the truth. The term ‘Sophistry’ stems from here.

For now we can conclude with two branches of thinking:

1. There is objective and ultimate truth within the nature of things (Pre-Socratics).

2. There is no objective truth within the nature of things but within ethical conduct. There are moral absolutes (Socrates).
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